1. Introduction {#s0005}
===============

Cognitive health is one of the major factors determining the quality of life of older adults. Evidence from both developed and developing countries suggests that poor cognitive health is linked to several age-related morbidities, functional restrictions, poor mental state and poor quality of life among older adults ([@bib13], [@bib31], [@bib40], [@bib43], [@bib61]). Promoting and maintaining cognitive health has become a higher priority in low-and-middle income countries where populations are increasingly aging, and India is no exception to this trend ([@bib31]). It is therefore important to examine the determinants of late-life cognitive health in the context of India's country-specific socioeconomic, demographic and regional diversities. This is a precondition for designing an effective public health policy aiming to improve cognition among older Indian men and women, and to ensure healthy lives for all in general.

Gender difference in cognitive ability has been widely studied in developed countries, as compared to developing countries ([@bib31]). A common finding from studies conducted in the United States and in European countries is that cognitive health among women is as good as among their male counterparts or better ([@bib14], [@bib36], [@bib38], [@bib76]). By contrast, studies in low-and middle-income countries including India ([@bib49]), Burkina Faso ([@bib50]) and countries in Latin America ([@bib46]) have indicated lower cognitive performance among women than among men.

In India, there have been few studies on gender difference in cognitive health among older adults, and these report mixed results. For instance, a study conducted in the Indian state of Himachal Pradesh did not find any difference between men and women in Mini Mental State Exam (MMSE) scores ([@bib59]). Similarly, no female disadvantage in MMSE scores among older persons aged 55--84 years was indicated in south India ([@bib41]). However, in the northern state of Haryana women did worse than men on the MMSE test ([@bib22]). Recently, three large-scale population-based studies have shown that men perform much better than women in cognitive health, even after adjusting for various socioeconomic, demographic and health behavior characteristics ([@bib37], [@bib49], [@bib77]). The limited numbers of studies that have examined the determinants of gender difference in cognitive health in India have mainly discussed individual level characteristics. For instance, age, education, height, chronic health status and marital status have been shown to be prominent factors modifying the gender gap in cognitive health among older adults in India ([@bib37], [@bib49]). However, no studies have examined the relationship between cognitive health and state-specific characteristics. Previous studies in India have shown significant associations between contextual level factors (such as healthcare spending, poverty, immunization coverage and women's education) and mortality among children ([@bib17], [@bib75]) and young adults ([@bib19]), but have not found any association between state-level public health spending and morbidity ([@bib19]). A recent population-based study in India observed significant neighborhood-level differences in health among older adults, but did not include any specific neighborhood characteristics in the analysis ([@bib23]).

Previous studies in India have shown that there are remarkable regional disparities in socioeconomic and health indicators ([@bib45], [@bib70]) and in gender discrimination ([@bib58]). States such as Karnataka and Maharashtra perform relatively well in many socioeconomic and demographic parameters compared with states such as Rajasthan and Uttar Pradesh. For instance, female literacy was over 75 percent in Maharashtra but the corresponding figure in Rajasthan was 52 percent, according to the 2011 Census. Similarly, female labor force participation during 2013-14 varied from around 35 percent in Maharashtra and Karnataka to 15 percent in Uttar Pradesh ([@bib24]). Earlier studies have shown that there is better implementation of key healthcare interventions such as antenatal care, institutional delivery and child vaccination in southern Indian states as compared to the northern and the eastern Indian states ([@bib35], [@bib62]). Similarly, during 2010-14 the gap in life expectancy at birth between Assam (63.9) and Maharashtra (71.6) was 7.7 years. According to the Census 2011, many north Indian states recorded a child sex ratio below 850 (number of girls for every 1000 boys in the 0--6 age range), while the child sex ratio was over 950 in several south Indian states ([@bib28]). The regional dimension is also likely to play a key role in explaining the gender gap in cognitive health, because in India's federal structure state governments play a larger role than the central government in health service provision ([@bib4], [@bib30]). For instance, per capita public health expenditure was considerably lower in states like Uttar Pradesh (Indian National Rupees (INR) 128), Assam (INR 162) and Rajasthan (INR 186) as compared with Karnataka (INR 233) ([@bib42]).

The share of those aged 60+ in the overall population of India will reach 19 percent by 2050, an increase of approximately 222 million aging persons ([@bib74]). The higher level of cognitive impairment among older women in India than among their male counterparts, coupled with persisting gender norms, poses a significant challenge to the country. In our study, we examined the gender differences in cognitive health across six selected states of India: Assam, Karnataka, Maharashtra, Rajasthan, Uttar Pradesh, and West Bengal. As per the WHO-SAGE India report, these states were selected based on the systematic random sample selection process while taking into account four important indicators of development within each state: infant mortality rate, female literacy rate, percentage of safe deliveries (births) and per capita income ([@bib1]). Using multilevel modelling, the study examined whether and to what extent state level characteristics such as female education, urbanization, female workforce participation, social group composition and under-five mortality affect the gender difference in cognitive health among older Indian adults, after controlling for demographic, socioeconomic and health behavior determinants observed at the individual level.

2. Design and methods {#s0010}
=====================

2.1. Study population {#s0015}
---------------------

Our study used data from Wave 1 of the WHO-Study of Global AGEing and Adult Health (SAGE), which was conducted in 2007-08 as part of a multi-country survey to assess the health and well-being of the adult population in six selected countries -- China, Ghana, India, Mexico, the Russian Federation and South Africa ([@bib34]). In India, the survey was implemented in six selected states -- Assam, Karnataka, Maharashtra, Rajasthan, Uttar Pradesh and West Bengal. These six states accounted for 37 percent of India's population and represented diversity in various socio-cultural, geographical and demographic dimensions ([Supplementary Table 1](#s0075){ref-type="sec"}). A multistage, stratified clustered sample design was used to generate random samples from both urban and rural areas. Allocation of households across six states was done according to their population size. The overall individual response rate was 92 percent, with state level variations from highest in Assam (95 percent) to lowest in Karnataka (89 percent). The analytical sample size for this study was based on 6548 individuals who were aged 50 or older at the time of survey and did not have obvious cognitive limitations. To assess whether respondents aged 50-plus were cognitively capable of understanding and completing the survey, a short set of questions about memory was inserted in the individual schedule before the main set of questions. These preliminary questions helped the interviewer to subjectively determine whether respondents were cognitively competent to complete the interview. However, in the Indian sample no participant was excluded from performing the cognitive tests based on the interviewer's assessment of cognitive limitations. More details related to the inclusion and exclusion criteria of individuals can be found in the WHO-SAGE India report ([@bib1]).

2.2. Outcome variable {#s0020}
---------------------

The survey included tests of verbal fluency and verbal recall, as well as a forward and backward digit test to measure the cognitive health of older adults ([Supplementary Table 2](#s0075){ref-type="sec"}). The older adults were asked to recall, immediately and after a delay of around ten minutes, as many nouns as they could out of 12 listed. During forward and backward digit span tests the interviewers read a series of digits and asked participants to repeat them immediately. In the backward test, the participants had to repeat the numbers in reverse order. The verbal fluency of survey participants was examined based on the number of animals named in one minute. As a first step, *z-*scores were generated to standardize the values for each test separately. An overall composite cognitive score (CCS) was then calculated by summing the *z-*score of five individual cognitive tests ([@bib10]).

2.3. Covariates {#s0025}
---------------

The analysis included various socioeconomic, demographic, health behavior and region-specific variables as potential confounders. The main variable of interest for our study was the gender of the respondents. Age was grouped into six categories (50--54, 55--59, 60--64, 65--69, 70--79, 80+) and marital status as non-married (never married/divorced/separated) and currently married. Height of the respondents was included in our study as the proxy indicator of early childhood conditions, namely nutritional status and burden of infectious diseases ([@bib26], [@bib68]). The education of the respondents was coded as: never attended school, primary completed and secondary or higher. Tobacco use included smoking, sniff, and chew, and respondents categorised as: never, former, and current user. Chronic morbidity was identified based on eight self-reported physician-diagnosed chronic conditions - angina, arthritis, asthma, stroke, diabetes, depression, chronic lung disease, and hypertension. Respondents were categorized as having no, one and two or more chronic illnesses. The composition of the Indian population is significantly influenced by religious affiliation and social identity (Castes). Previous studies in India have documented poorer health and lower socioeconomic status among certain religious (Muslim) and caste (Scheduled Caste and Scheduled Tribes) groups as compared with Hindus and higher castes respectively ([@bib15], [@bib44]). Religious affiliation was divided into two groups -- Hindus vs. all others. The identification of caste group was based on the respondent's self-report and was grouped into General/Other Backward Categories and Scheduled Castes/Scheduled Tribes.

To capture regional heterogeneity in key socioeconomic, demographic and developmental dimensions, the study used various state-specific indicators including urbanization, female literacy, female workforce participation, proportions of Scheduled Castes (SC) and Scheduled Tribe (ST) populations and under-five mortality rate. Environmental deprivation, including rural life and poverty and illiteracy during childhood and adulthood, is significantly associated with poor cognitive function in old age ([@bib73]). As the sampling frame of SAGE Wave 1 survey was based on Census 2001 figures, we derived state-specific figures for urbanization, SC/ST and female literacy for the same year. State-wise female workforce participation was obtained from the National Family Health Survey conducted in 2005-06 ([@bib27]). The analysis considered the state-specific under-five mortality (per 1000 live births) for 1971, drawn from the Sample Registration System, because this represents the overall state of healthcare and mortality for the period when the current older population were in their early childhood ([@bib47]).

2.4. Analytical strategy {#s0030}
------------------------

We first examined the gender difference in the age-standardized mean scores for cognitive function across the six selected states of India. The multilevel analysis was used to segregate cognitive health between states and for selected socioeconomic and demographic characteristics at the individual level. The SAGE Wave 1 sampling design allowed us to apply multilevel modeling, as it follows the hierarchical structure of data -- individuals are nested within primary sampling units (PSU) and PSUs are nested within urban and rural stratum in each state. We fitted multilevel ordinarily least squares (OLS) regression models with a random intercept attributable to clustering within six states further divided into urban and rural parts (12 geographic units). The multilevel analysis was applied in order: (A) to examine the inter-state variance in terms of the set of control variables and (B) to investigate the extent of individual--and--state level characteristics modifying gender gaps in CCS.

The following models were estimated:*Model 1:* Empty model*Model 2:* Gender and age*Model 3:* Model 2+ education*Model 4:* Model 3 + all individual variables*Models 5.1--5.5:* Model 2+ state level characteristics (one for each characteristic)*Models 6.1--6.5:* Model 3 + state level characteristics (one for each characteristic)*Models 7.1--7.5:* Model 4 + state level characteristics (one for each characteristic)

The variance parameter $\sigma\frac{2}{B}$ quantifies heterogeneity between states, after taking into account covariates in the fixed part. The analysis was performed using Stata version 12 ([@bib67]).

3. Results {#s0035}
==========

3.1. Descriptive statistics {#s0040}
---------------------------

[Table 1](#t0005){ref-type="table"} presents the description of the sample population across the six selected Indian states. In all states, the proportion of non-married was considerably higher among women than among men. For instance, in Maharashtra, where the difference was the highest, only 9 percent of the men were non-married, compared with 40 percent of the women. Over 70 percent of the women in all the states had no formal schooling, which was much higher than for their male counterparts. Illiteracy among women was highest in Rajasthan (92 percent) and lowest in Maharashtra (62 percent). On the other hand, the highest proportion of women who completed secondary level of schooling and above (17 percent) was in Assam, and the lowest in Rajasthan (3 percent). The proportion of men and women suffering from two or more chronic illnesses was highest in Karnataka and lowest in Rajasthan. The sample of men and women belonging to the SC/ST social group was highest in Assam, followed by West Bengal and Rajasthan. A majority of the older adults were living in rural areas across all selected states. The age-standardized mean CCS shows a considerable gender gap across all six selected states ([Table 2](#t0010){ref-type="table"}). For instance, the mean CCS was 0.73 (*SE=*0.15) for men and -0.50 (*SE=*0.13) for women in Karnataka. Similarly, in the case of Rajasthan, the men's mean CCS was 1.28 (*SE=*0.13), whereas for women it was considerably lower at -1.21 (*SE=*0.11).Table 1State-wise sample distribution in WHO SAGE India, 2007--08.Table 1**Background variables (%)Assam** (North-east)**Karnataka** (South)**Maharashtra** (West)**Rajasthan** (North)**Uttar Pradesh** (Central)**West Bengal** (East)MenWomenMenWomenMenWomenMenWomenMenWomenMenWomen**Age**50--5424.626.916.420.921.724.823.623.519.324.325.129.155--5919.125.418.723.321.722.719.418.422.924.019.021.460--6414.719.919.518.416.718.518.520.219.619.218.814.865--6919.612.718.914.318.316.516.816.816.211.215.515.970--749.68.212.711.712.68.911.010.613.010.19.710.675--796.24.26.45.05.75.75.74.44.64.66.63.780+6.22.77.66.43.33.15.16.24.46.65.24.7                          **Current marital status**Non-married14.750.510.042.68.939.512.337.418.029.28.845.6Married85.349.690.057.491.160.587.762.682.070.891.254.4                          **Education**Never attended44.672.257.580.435.068.261.092.247.184.533.570.2Primary20.710.79.69.324.317.112.95.312.27.126.816.3Secondary & above34.817.232.910.340.714.726.12.640.78.439.713.5                          **Tobacco consumption**Never used24.743.733.465.937.174.228.883.020.661.521.764.7Former user8.41.311.52.87.11.17.81.15.43.512.21.7Current user66.955.055.131.455.824.763.415.974.035.066.033.6                          **Chronic health condition**None51.949.827.734.546.845.362.966.356.250.547.942.0133.230.727.230.428.928.624.123.827.331.929.532.72+15.019.445.135.124.326.213.09.816.517.622.625.3                          **Social groups**General/OBCs64.168.184.083.185.586.076.976.778.581.368.069.6SCs/STs35.931.916.016.914.514.023.123.321.518.832.030.5                          **Religion**Hindu75.873.891.491.188.387.185.287.382.883.780.579.8Others24.226.28.68.911.712.914.812.717.216.319.520.2                          **Place of residence**Urban15.024.832.033.040.843.018.518.914.317.027.930.3Rural85.075.268.067.059.257.081.681.185.783.072.169.7**Sample (gender-specific)387331488545628618721746755671637623Total sample71810331246146714261260**Table 2Age-standardized mean cognitive score across selected states of India, WHO-SAGE 2007--8.Table 2**Selected statesMeanSESample*****p-*****value of gender difference (t-test)**Karnataka (South)Men0.730.15419\<0.001Women-0.500.13504            Assam (Northeast)Men0.180.17367\<0.001Women-1.910.18308            Maharashtra (West)Men1.540.13546\<0.001Women-0.070.14549            Rajasthan (North)Men1.280.12676\<0.001Women-1.210.11701            Uttar Pradesh (Central)Men1.050.11703\<0.001Women-1.260.12605            West Bengal (East)Men0.540.15586\<0.001Women-1.130.15584

3.2. Multilevel results {#s0045}
-----------------------

The multilevel analysis suggests that the intercept-only model yields variance estimates of 7.43 (*SE=*1.04) for mean CCS across 12 geographic units ([Table 3](#t0015){ref-type="table"}). Twelve percent of the variation in CCS lies between the states (or geographical areas) and the other 88 percent lies between individuals within states. The corresponding geographical-level contribution to the total variances was 12 percent, indicating spatial variations in CCS. As expected, controlling for age *(Model 1)* leads to substantial declines in both the variance and the geographic-level contribution to the variance. Another important (about 50 percent) decrease can be observed after controlling for the remaining individual characteristics ([Table 4](#t0020){ref-type="table"}). At the same time, no further decline in between-state variance was evident after the selected or even all the state-level characteristics were included in the model. These results suggest that the effects of state-level factors on mean CCS are very low, and that controlling for geographical characteristics does not modify the male-female gap in mean CCS. The findings suggest that age, education, marital status, height, suffering from two or more chronic illnesses and belonging to the SC/ST social groups are the key variables that significantly determine the mean CCS among older Indian adults.Table 3Multilevel analysis of gender difference in poor cognitive health among older adults, India.Table 3**Background variablesModel 1** (Null model)**Model 2Model 3Model 4**Coef.95%CIp-valueCoef.95%CIp-valueCoef.95%CIp-valueCoef.95%CIp-value**Fixed effect**                          **Gender**                          Men (ref.)Women-1.99(-2.13; -1.84)\<.001-0.97(-1.12; -0.82)\<.001-0.50(-0.71; -0.29)\<.001                          **Age**                          50--54 (ref.)55--59-0.31(-0.54; -0.09).006-0.28(-0.49; -0.07)-0.27(-0.48; 0.07)60--64-0.94(-1.18; -0.71)\<.001-0.64(-0.86; -0.42)\<.001-0.55(-0.76; -0.33)\<.00165--69-1.21(-1.46; -0.97)\<.001-0.81(-1.04; -0.59)\<.001-0.61(-0.83; -0.38)\<.00170--74-1.76(-2.04; -1.49)\<.001-1.32(-1.58; -1.06)\<.001-1.08(-1.34; -0.82)\<.00175--79-2.13(-2.50; -1.77)\<.001-1.53(-1.86; -1.19)\<.001-1.31(-1.65; -0.96)\<.00180+-3.19(-3.56; -2.82)\<.001-2.44(-2.78; -2.10)\<.001-1.86(-2.23; -1.49)\<.001                          **Education**                          Never attended (ref.)Primary1.761.54\<.0011.64(1.43; 1.85)\<.001Secondary & above3.293.10\<.0013.09(2.90; 3.28)\<.001                          **Current marital status**                          Non-married (ref.)Married0.51(0.33; 0.68)\<.001**Height**0.03(0.02; 0.04)\<.001                          **Tobacco consumption**                          Never used (ref.)Former user-0.26(-0.59; 0.06).114Current user-0.18(-0.33; -0.02).027                          **Chronic health condition**                          None (ref.)1-0.08(-0.25; 0.08).3062+-0.33(-0.51; -0.14)\<.001                          **Social group (Caste)**                          General/OBCs (ref.)SCs/STs-0.43(-0.61; -0.26)\<.001                          **Religion**                          Hindu (ref.)Others-0.04(-0.23; 0.16).722                          **Random effect**Var_cons (SE)1.03(1.04)0.81(0.32)0.33(0.143)0.28(0.122)Var_residual (SE)7.43(0.81)8.89(0.17)8.11(0.141)7.38(0.132)Intra-class correlation (ICC) in %12.28.43.93.7Number of obs.6496649664966496Number of groups12121212[^1]Table 4Multilevel analysis of gender difference in poor cognitive health among older adults, India.Table 4**Coef.P\>t95%CICoef.P\>t95%CICoef.P\>t95%CI**Reference -- MaleReference -- MaleReference -- Male**Model 5.1**-1.99\<.001-2.14-1.84**Model 6.1**-0.97\<.001-1.12-0.82**Model 7.1**-0.50\<.001-0.71-0.29**Model 5.2**-1.99\<.001-2.14-1.84**Model 6.2**-0.97\<.001-1.12-0.82**Model 7.2**-0.49\<.001-0.70-0.28**Model 5.3**-1.99\<.001-2.14-1.84**Model 6.3**-0.97\<.001-1.12-0.82**Model 7.3**-0.49\<.001-0.70-0.28**Model 5.4**-1.99\<.001-2.14-1.84**Model 6.4**-0.97\<.001-1.12-0.82**Model 7.4**-0.50\<.001-0.71-0.29**Model 5.5**-1.99\<.001-2.14-1.84**Model 6.5**-0.97\<.001-1.12-0.82**Model 7.5**-0.50\<.001-0.71-0.29[^2][^3][^4][^5]

[Table 3](#t0015){ref-type="table"} provides insights into how controlling for different individual and state-level variables modifies the gender differential in cognitive health. *Model 2* controlling for age and gender, shows a significant negative coefficient for women, indicating that women perform worse than men in CCS (β= -1.99, 95% CI: -2.14, -1.84). Introducing education in *Model 3* substantially reduces the gender gap in cognitive function (β= -0.97, 95% CI: -1.12, -0.82). In *Model 4*, we control for marital status, height, tobacco consumption, chronic health condition, religion and caste, and the gender gap declines further (β= -0.50, 95% CI: -0.71, -0.29), but remains statistically significant. In the next *Models* (5.1--7.5), which were additionally controlled for state-level characteristics, we find that none of the state-level characteristics (in addition to the individual-level variables) reduces the gender gap in CCS significantly ([Table 4](#t0020){ref-type="table"} **and** [Supplementary Tables 3--5](#s0075){ref-type="sec"}). However, the results reveal that state level urbanization (β= 0.03, 95% CI: -0.04, 0.59) and female workforce participation (β= 0.04, 95% CI: 0.01, 0.07) are positively associated with the CCS (*Model 7.2 & 7.3;* [Supplementary Table 5](#s0075){ref-type="sec"}).

4. Discussion and conclusion {#s0050}
============================

We set out to investigate whether and to what extent selected state-level characteristics such as female literacy, female labor force participation, urbanization, under-five mortality and proportion of SC/ST population modify the gender difference in cognitive health among older Indian adults after controlling for other individual level variables. The study found a very pronounced gender difference in cognitive health among older adults in India, which persisted after adjusting for selected individual-level socio-demographic and health behavior variables and selected characteristics at the state level. The finding is consistent with those of other studies conducted in India ([@bib37], [@bib49], [@bib51]) and other low-and-middle income countries ([@bib39], [@bib69], [@bib79]), which have reported worse cognitive health among women as compared to men. Our analyses show that individual level variables substantially reduce the gender gap in cognitive health. State-level characteristics, however, do little to explain the female disadvantage in cognition among older Indian adults. This finding is unexpected, considering the substantial variations in cognitive health and its determinants across the selected states and their urban and rural sub-populations.

The male-female difference in CCS declined substantially once we controlled for education in the analysis. Further declines in gender difference in cognitive health were observed after adjusting for marital status, caste, religion, tobacco consumption, height, and chronic health status. Empirical evidence from both developed and developing countries has highlighted several pathways through which education is related to cognitive function. Better schooling in the early years promotes the development of brain reserve capacity through increase in both overall and regional brain sizes ([@bib57]). It is also related to economic activities that require greater mental stimulation ([@bib46]) and perhaps higher contact with social networks having similar or higher levels of formal schooling ([@bib7]). Formal schooling has been shown to play a role in increasing productivity in non-market outcomes including consumption, savings, own health, fertility and child health and cognitive development ([@bib25]).

In the Indian context, lack of formal schooling may affect women disproportionately. According to Census 2011, despite the different educational polices implemented since independence ([@bib33]), the gap between men and women in schooling was over 15 percent (I. [@bib48]). The gender gap in educational outcomes is largely driven by community and family attitudes towards girls' education in the south Asian context ([@bib65]). For instance, studies have shown that the importance of the social and religious roles attributed to sons in the Indian kinship system, the huge financial burden at the time of a girl's marriage, and the perception that the returns to a daughter's education mainly benefit her in-laws' family are among the prominent factors affecting the allocation of higher levels of emotional and financial resources to sons at the expense of daughters ([@bib12], [@bib11]). Also, as suggested previously, the cohort of women analyzed in the present study may have experienced even worse forms of discrimination during their early childhood and adulthood, as they were born and brought up in an environment of even greater cultural rigidity than under present day conditions ([@bib49]).

Our study found that poor cognitive health was significantly more prevalent among those who were non-married (mainly the 24% who were widowed) compared to married older adults. This finding may be driven by several factors. Firstly, persons with higher cognition and intelligence scores are more likely to marry and stay in union ([@bib2]). Secondly, married individuals engage more in social and cognitive activities than those who are non-married ([@bib20]). Thirdly, as compared with their married counterparts, single individuals may experience more psychological stress and loneliness, which are associated with a higher risk of cognitive impairment ([@bib20], [@bib29]). In Indian culture, widowed women are often not allowed to participate in family or community activities and are confined to a very limited physical and social space by their parents-in-law ([@bib9]), which may restrict or damage their cognitive ability.

Our findings support previous evidence of a positive association between height and cognitive health among older adults in India ([@bib49]). There is compelling evidence that height is a proxy for early childhood nutrition and environment, which affects economic outcome and cognition throughout life ([@bib8], [@bib26]). Girls in India are more under-nourished ([@bib52], [@bib55]), and receive fewer vaccinations ([@bib63]) than boys in the early childhood years. Moreover, the higher prevalence of anemia and underweight among Indian women is the highest among all countries ([@bib3]), reflecting their social vulnerability in the community ([@bib6]).

Poor cognitive health among older adults belonging to the lower castes (SCs and STs) is evident in this study. In Indian society, caste has been considered a proxy for socioeconomic status and poverty ([@bib72]). Certain caste groups (mainly SCs and STs) have lived under adverse conditions for centuries, and still have limited access to basic facilities, including safe drinking water, improved sanitation ([@bib16]) and food from the public distribution system ([@bib71]), and have greater mortality risks across the life course as compared to the higher castes ([@bib70]). While it is true that certain caste groups as a whole are oppressed, women bear a disproportionately higher share of this burden. One study has estimated that life expectancy among women belonging to the SCs is considerably lower than that of women from a relatively higher caste group, mainly due to higher exposure to mortality-inducing factors such as bad sanitation, poor housing conditions, and unsafe water supply ([@bib5]). Similarly, access to education, nutrition and healthcare among SCs and STs women has been found to be substantially lower than among higher caste women ([@bib15], [@bib64]). Under such circumstances, there is a strong likelihood of poor cognitive health among SCs and STs as compared to other social groups.

Our results show the largest gender gap in CCS in Rajasthan and the lowest in Karnataka ([Table 2](#t0010){ref-type="table"}), which is similar to previous reports of variations in gender difference in health across Indian states. Lee et al. found a higher gender disparity in cognitive functioning in Punjab and Rajasthan (north) as compared to Kerala and Karnataka (south). However, the reasons which account for higher female disadvantage in the north than in the south remain unclear ([@bib37]). Our analyses further show that state level urbanization (model 7.2; [Supplementary Table 5](#s0075){ref-type="sec"}) and female workforce participation (model 7.3; [Supplementary Table 5](#s0075){ref-type="sec"}) play a role in determining cognitive health, although their contribution is very small. However, these characteristics do not explain gender difference in cognition among older Indian adults. One possible reason for this may be that the cohort of older women analyzed in this study were largely deprived of education and other opportunities, irrespective of state of residence. As a result, it is the individual-level variables that show strong effects on the gender gap in cognitive health in this study, rather than the state-level characteristics. Recent estimates suggest that India remains a country where women's economic participation and opportunities are among the lowest in the world (Word Economic [@bib21]). Women are often pushed by family members to take up non-wage employment or to remain out of the labour force ([@bib32], [@bib66]). Earlier studies have highlighted that lower occupational attainment and poor quality of work are strongly associated with a higher risk of cognitive impairment ([@bib18], [@bib53]). The positive link between urbanization and cognitive health among older adults in this analysis may be related to the relatively higher proportion of older adults receiving pension benefits, health insurance, and social support and having better access to healthcare facilities in urban areas as compared to their counterparts residing in rural areas ([@bib56], [@bib78]). States with higher levels of urbanization offer more educational and occupational opportunities for women throughout the life span, as compared to women residing in rural areas ([@bib54]).

The study provides important insights for policy implications in India. To potentially reduce gender gaps in cognitive health, policy makers could invest resources to ensure equal educational opportunities for Indian women and men at younger ages and to implement more effective laws, which aim at minimizing gender inequalities in wages and pensions at working and older ages. To ensure adequate financial security and independence of older women, regardless of their marital status, policy makers in India could also work toward improving legal mechanisms which ensure and strengthen women's property and inheritance rights. Finally, cognitive health of women may be strengthened by supporting social networks which show protective effects against depression among older people in India ([@bib60]).

There are a few limitations of this study that need to be mentioned. The cross-sectional design limits our ability to establish causality. As the survey was conducted in 2007-08, the results of this study may not reflect the current level of cognitive health in the Indian population. However, the WHO SAGE is the most recent and exclusive survey covering cognitive health among older adults in India. Considering the huge diversity across Indian states, six states may not be sufficient to represent all the cultural, socioeconomic and demographic variations, but no such large survey in India covers cognitive health dimensions for older adults. Because we had very few states in the analysis, we were inevitably limited to examining regional variations in gender differences in cognition among adults. Other state-level characteristics such as spending on healthcare, or education or poverty status, may be more important in explaining regional and gender disparity in cognitive health and should be considered in future analyses when data becomes available. The present study was unable to include characteristics reflecting the early- life and childhood (e.g. food deprivation) and adulthood (e.g. social network) experiences of older adults when analyzing the gender gap in cognitive health, because this information was not included in the WHO SAGE data collection instrument.

To conclude, this article helps to advance our understanding of female disadvantage in cognitive health among older adults in India, taking into consideration both individual and state-level contextual variables. Our study demonstrates that individual level characteristics are the important determinants of gender difference in cognitive health among older adults. Women's education emerges as the key factor that substantially modifies gender difference in cognitive function, followed by height, marital status, chronic health condition and caste. We also show a significant association between selected region-specific characteristics, particularly urbanization and female labor force participation, with cognitive health among older adults in India. More research is needed to examine causal pathways through which discrimination against Indian women throughout the life course affects their cognitive health.
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[^1]: CI = Confidence interval

[^2]: CI = Confidence interval;

[^3]: Models 5.1--5.5: gender, age + state level female literacy, urbanization, female workforce participation, proportion of SC/ST population, under-five mortality rate (one for each model);

[^4]: Models 6.1--6.5: gender, age, education + state level female literacy, urbanization, female workforce participation, proportion of SC/ST population, under-five mortality rate (one for each model);

[^5]: Models 7.1--7.5: all individual level + state level female literacy, urbanization, female workforce participation, proportion of SC/ST population, under-five mortality rate (one for each model)
